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Several government entities and agriculture organizations are urging President Vicente Fox's
administration to declare a national state of emergency because of the impact of severe drought on
as many as 17 states in Mexico. The drought has killed tens of thousands of head of livestock and
poultry, prevented farmers in many areas from planting spring crops on time, and left reservoirs at
dangerously low levels.
In recent years, moderate to severe drought has been confined to northcentral and northern states.
But this year the drought has extended as far south as Veracruz, Puebla, Queretaro, Mexico state,
Tlaxcala, and Oaxaca. Some states like Coahuila, Durango, Tamaulipas, and San Luis Potosi are
facing their eighth consecutive year of drought, the Comision Nacional de Zonas Aridas (CONAZA)
said in mid-May.

Low reservoirs
Water supplies have tightened to the point that most of the 137 reservoirs in the northern areas of
the country are at less than 16% of capacity. Reservoirs in the northern states have fallen to more
than 12.96 billion cubic meters below the historical norm and 2.8 billion cubic meters below last
year's levels, said the Comision Nacional del Agua (CNA).
The dire situation has prompted at least 50 municipalities in seven states to declare a state of
emergency and impose tight restrictions, said Maria del Carmen Segura Rangel, director of civil
protection at the Secretaria de Gobernacion (SEGOB).
The CNA says the situation in the north appears more critical in the central and eastern states, an
area that includes Tamaulipas, Coahuila, Durango, Chihuahua, and Nuevo Leon. "In the Pacific
region, we have sufficient water for now to meet the area's irrigation needs, but reservoirs are at
extremely low levels in other northern areas," said CNA director Cristobal Jacquez.
Exact statistics for drought-caused damage are not yet available, but some agriculture organizations
like the Union Nacional de Trabajadores (UNTA) estimate several billion pesos in damage to
agriculture as a result of the loss of 50,000 head of cattle and 5 million hectares of crops.
The Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC) warns that more than 10 million head of cattle and
7 million ha of crops are at risk unless the government activates the Fondo de Desastres Nacionales
(FONDEN) to provide direct assistance to agricultural producers affected by the disaster.
Some members of Congress are also urging the Fox administration to act to prevent further losses
in the agriculture sector. "This is the worst drought in 25 years," said Deputy Felix Castellanos
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Hernandez, who chairs the agrarian reform committee (Comision de Reforma Agraria) in the
lower house. Castellanos is a member of the Partido del Trabajo (PT). There is a precedent for the
government to intervene to help the agriculture sector during times of drought. Former President
Ernesto Zedillo's administration declared disaster emergencies on several occasions in the past
decade because of the extreme dry conditions (see SourceMex, 1998-05-20, 1999-05-26, 2002-02-23,
2000-05-03).
But the Fox administration has been slow to respond to the request and has drawn strong criticism
from agriculture organizations and state legislators for saying that state governments must first
complete damage assessments and then submit applications to gain access to FONDEN funds.

Agriculture secretary says there is no drought
Agriculture Secretary Javier Usabiaga further angered agriculture organizations and legislators by
saying that Mexico is not in the midst of a drought but only experiencing "delays" in the arrival
of rainfall. "Just because drought has been the norm in recent years, the government is trying to
deny the existence of a disaster," said CNC leader Heladio Ramirez Lopez. "We have faced grave
conditions [in the agriculture sector] for 10 consecutive years."
Some legislators from the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) also criticized
the administration's slow reaction to the drought conditions. "It seems like [administration officials]
live with Alice in Wonderland," said a PRI member in the Chamber of Deputies who is affiliated
with agriculture organizations. "Facing the critical lack of rain, they prefer to close their eyes and
shut their ears to the voices of concern."
Usabiaga, using a long-term forecast developed by the government's Servicio Metereologico
Nacional (SMN), said the weather phenomenon El Nino was expected to bring abundant rain to
the northern and northeastern states later this year, which should ease drought conditions in those
areas. El Nino is caused by a warming of the waters in the Pacific Ocean.
But Alfonso Medina, the SMN's expert on medium- and long-term forecasts, cautioned against
counting on moisture from El Nino in June and July because the weather system has been very
slow in developing. "Some scientists are projecting that El Nino may not even develop fully," said
Medina.
But even if El Nino does bring moisture to northern Mexico, the opposite would be the case for
central areas of the country, which could suffer from further dry conditions in the summer months.
Because of this, Usabiaga acknowledged that the government would be monitoring conditions very
closely in Tlaxcala, Puebla, Mexico state, and other central areas of the country.

Dry conditions promote grass, forest fires
The extreme dry conditions have also caused significant forest and grass fires in the first five months
of this year. As of mid-May, more than 6,000 fires had burned about 107,000 ha, with totals for the
year possibly approaching damage in some of the worst fire seasons in recent years, said the Centro
Nacional de Control de Incendios Forestales (CENCIF). One of the worst seasons during the past
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decade was in 1998, when fires devastated 500,000 ha of land (see SourceMex, 1998-10-21). Damage
was also heavy in 2000, when 8,5000 fires were reported (see SourceMex, 2000-10-11).
Mexico lost almost 17 million ha to fire during the 1970s and 1980s, with losses ranging between
700,000 and 1 million ha during the 1990s, said the Secretaria del Medio Ambiente y Recursos
Naturales (SEMARNAT). CENCIF said most fires reported this year have been in grasslands
and prairies rather than in forests. Many of these fires have occurred in southern states, where
subsistence farmers follow traditional agriculture methods. These farmers burn dry vegetation on
their lands to clear it for planting and to restore nutrients to the soil. In a dry year, such as this, the
fires can often go out of control, officials said.
The largest percentage of fires this year has been in Michoacan, Chiapas, Coahuila, Tlaxcala, and
Mexico states and in the area near Mexico City. Other states reporting significant fire damage are
Jalisco, Puebla, Durango, and Sonora. Even with the relatively small percentage of fires in forests,
SEMARNAT is concerned that dry conditions will create significant risks in wooded areas. As early
as January, SEMARNAT officials were warning that humidity levels in Mexico were the lowest in 50
years and were creating a significant threat to forests.

US-Mexico water dispute intensifies
The dry conditions in Mexico have aggravated a conflict between Mexico and Texas regarding
ownership of scarce water supplies in the Rio Grande. Under a 1944 treaty, Mexico agreed to give
the US water from the Rio Grande in exchange for the US giving Mexico water from the Colorado
River. But the recent drought conditions have prevented Mexico from releasing the required
amounts of water from the Rio Grande, which has expanded Mexico's water debt to the US to 1.7
billion cubic feet since 1992 (see SourceMex, 2002-04-17).
The dispute has strong political undertones, with officials in Texas, led by Republican Gov. Rick
Perry, accusing Mexico of failing to act in good faith by not releasing water this year. Perry and
agriculture groups in the Rio Grande Valley accuse the Chihuahua state government of hoarding
water from the Rio Conchos, a major tributary to the Rio Grande. But Chihuahua Gov. Patricio
Martinez said those allegations are fabricated because all the waterways in Mexico are already
at very low levels. "The harsh truth is that drought is a fact of life in northern Mexico and the
southwestern United States," Martinez said.
Alberto Szekely, a legal specialist at the Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE), also dismissed
the claim that Mexico is hoarding water by pointing to the declining levels at reservoirs in northern
Mexico. "It is unreasonable to ask for water that does not exist," Szekely said. Martinez went as
far as to accuse Perry and other Texas politicians of using the water issue to bolster their electoral
positions in November. Perry, who won a special election after former Gov. George W. Bush was
elected president, is running for re-election against Democrat Tony Sanchez, a businessman from
Laredo, Texas. "We will not be anyone's political punching bag," said Martinez.
Gov. Enrique Martinez of neighboring Coahuila state has joined his Chihuahua counterpart in
accusing Texas officials of playing politics with the blessing of the Bush administration. "Let's not
forget that Texas is the home state of President Bush, and it would be very difficult for him to lose
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the gubernatorial election," said Enrique Martinez, who is not related to Patricio Martinez. Both
governors are members of the PRI. The politics on the US side is not limited to Republicans.
At a congressional hearing in Brownsville, Texas, in early May, US Rep. Solomon Ortiz (D-TX) said
it was necessary to force Mexico to comply with terms of the 1944 treaty. He said this could include
a request for a special panel under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). But Ortiz
and other legislators representing South Texas are feeling strong pressure from farmers in the Rio
Grande Valley, whose water is now being rationed. Many farm groups have taken their case to the
US State Department and organized protests along the US-Mexico border. In late May, protesters
from South Texas used their tractors to block the international bridge at Pharr, Texas, one of the
crossings that connects with Reynosa in Tamualipas state.
President Fox has announced that his administration will find some way to pay back the water debt
later if not this year. Fox was expected to release details of his plan on May 28, but postponed the
announcement to allow time to reach a consensus with the Congress and governors in northern
states. Some administration sources said the president's plan would promote conservation and
more efficient use of water in northern states to create a sufficient surplus to pay the US. But Fox's
overtures have met skepticism from the agriculture community and members of the opposition.
"The president's priority should be to ensure that Mexicans have sufficient water before he
promises to pay any debt," PRI Govs. Juan S. Millan of Sonora and Armando Nogales of Sinaloa said
in a joint statement.
Other northern governors, including Tomas Yarrinton of Tamaulipas and Fernando Canales
Clariond of Nuevo Leon, have also expressed their opposition to a water-payment plan that does
not first take into account the needs of Mexicans. Some legislators have accused Fox of reneging
on his promises to producers in Tamaulipas to compensate them for water used to pay some of the
water debt in 2001. Fox had promised to make payments of 200 million pesos to 15,000 Tamaulipas
producers who suffered losses on 200,000 ha because they had to give up water. "To date, the
administration has not made good on this promise," said PRI Sen. Oscar Luebbert.
Divisions have also arisen among members of the Fox administration on the water-payment issue.
Agriculture Secretary Usabiaga and Foreign Relations Secretary Jorge Castaneda are among the
principal proponents of paying back at least some of the water debt to the US. "We are concerned
with any possibility of a significant reduction of what we receive from the Colorado River," said
Castaneda. "That's where we get our water."
Conversely, Interior Secretary Santiago Creel Miranda took a harder line against the US claim, also
accusing Texas officials of politicizing the issue. "At this very moment, we do not owe any water
to the US," he said. "We will take a full inventory in September and at that time determine what is
owed." Creel, who is considered a top candidate for the PAN nomination in the 2006 presidential
election, promised that, even when the Fox government comes up with a plan to pay the water debt,
the administration would put a priority on the needs of the Mexican agriculture sector and cities.
(Sources: El Financiero, 01/14/02, 05/06/02, 05/08/02, 05/16/02; CNI en Linea, 05/21/02; Associated
Press, 05/01/02, 05/15/02, 05/21/02, 05/22/02; El Diario (Ciudad Juarez), 05/22/02; The News, 05/03/02,
05/07/02, 05/17/02, 05/22/02, 05/23/02; Notimex, 05/12-15/02, 05/17/02, 05/22/02, 05/23/02; The New
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York Times, 05/24/02; The Washington Post, 05/25/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 05/13-17/02, 05/20-24/02,
05/27/02; Novedades, 05/07/02, 05/09/02, 05/13/02, 05/15/02, 05/17/02, 05/22-24/02, 05/27/02, 05/28/02;
Reforma, 05/04/02, 05/15-17/02, 05/20-24/02, 05/29/02; Los Angeles Times, 05/04/02, 05/16/02,
05/29/02; El Universal, 05/07/02, 05/09/02, 05/13/02, 05/16/02, 05/17/02, 05/20-24/02, 05/27-29/02;
Milenio Diario, 05/07/02, 05/09/02, 05/14/02, 05/15/02, 05/17/02, 05/20/02, 05/22/02, 05/23/02, 05/24/02,
05/29/01; La Jornada, 05/15/02, 05/21-24/02, 05/27/02, 05/29/02; Reuters, 05/17/02, 05/23/02, 05/29/02;
The Dallas Morning News, 05/21/02, 05/23/02, 05/25/02, 05/29/02)
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